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Teacher Activism: Enacting a Vision for Social Justice
Bree Picower
Montclair State University

This qualitative study focused on educators who participated in grassroots social justice groups to
explore the role teacher activism can play in the struggle for educational justice. Findings show teacher
activists made three overarching commitments: to reconcile their vision for justice with the realities
of injustice around them; to work within their classrooms to create liberatory space; and to work
collectively against oppression as activists. To enact these commitments, they engaged in particular
practices common across the teachers despite their years in the classroom or their geographic location.
A framework of teacher activism is revealed through the commitments and practices of the teacher
activists, which can help support other teachers who are interested in working toward equity and
justice in their classrooms and in the streets.

In the last ten years, grassroots teacher activist groups have independently formed to organize
for educational justice in schools and communities. Thousands of educators attend conferences
put on by teacher activist groups in New York, San Francisco, Milwaukee, Los Angeles, and
other cities. During the summer of 2011, thousands of teachers descended in Washington, DC,
to participate in the “Save our Schools” rally, the first national rally organized to defend public
schools from becoming increasingly privatized and undemocratic.
During the last decade, at least ten teacher-run activist groups on educational justice issues have
formed and networked through a national coalition of teacher activist groups (TAG; Network of
Teacher Activist Groups, n.d.). Organizations in TAG, along with other educational justice groups,
work to engage teachers in political education and action around issues such as privatization,
neoliberalism, military recruitment, high-stakes-testing, racism, and homophobia. They do this
work through an array of strategies including, but not limited to, conferences, study groups,
protests, rallies, curriculum fairs, and collaboration with other stakeholders (New York Collective
of Radical Educators [NYCoRE], n. d.).
Although more educators are turning to teacher activist groups as a strategy to create liberatory
educational environments and to fight increased inequality and oppression, how teacher activism
advances work in these two areas remains unclear. To contribute to the developing field of teacher
activism, I turned to grassroots teacher activist group participants to learn how they define and
enact their work.

The author would like to thank William Waters, Grace Ahn, and Rachel Mogavero for support on this manuscript.
Address correspondence to Bree Picower, Montclair State University, College of Education and Human Services,
Early Childhood, Elementary, and Literacy Education, UN 3198, 1 Normal Avenue, Montclair, NJ 07043. E-mail:
picowerb@mail.montclair.edu
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Teacher Activism: What is it?
For individuals who express interest in moving from social justice classroom educator to teacher
activist, there is no clear path and the most helpful literature is often split across many disciplines
and topics. Like pieces of a puzzle, teacher activism consists of multiple, inter-related fields of
education, all concerned with issues of justice and equity. Additionally, the literature of these
fields is often theoretical, making teachers add more steps before they can actualize the ideals
they read about. Finally, the literature often focuses on individual teachers and what they do
inside of their classrooms rather than looking at collective action and movement-building. While
the richness of the literature can present challenges for negotiating the work, teacher activists, as
a group, do tend to make similar choices, weaving together strands from multiple genres of social
justice education (SJE) (Picower, 2012).
Teacher activism can be defined as educators who work for social justice both inside and
outside of their classrooms (NYCoRE, 2003). The TAG (2012) national platform delineates the
range of areas that the groups organize around such as critical, culturally relevant pedagogy and
assessments, and broader issues of school governance, union organizing, and school reform. While
“teacher activism” itself is not a broad field in the literature, it is closely connected to multiple
other robust collections of literature. Part of the challenge for teacher activists is determining
how to use the texts from these overlapping areas of the literature to inform their own work. Each
related body of literature is like a puzzle piece that, when put together, constitute teacher activism.
Because of the lack of opportunity to put the puzzle together, the literature becomes daunting
and overwhelming, making a seminal text on how to be a teacher activist in daily practice hard
to find.
Most closely connected to teacher activism is SJE, which itself is an amalgamation of multiple
fields (North, 2008) that centers on issues of equity, access, power, and oppression. To enact their
vision, teacher activists have to pull terminology, examples, or lessons from various fields, such
as critical pedagogy (Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008; Kincheloe, 2005), culturally relevant
pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 1994), multicultural (Banks, 1999; Grant & Sleeter, 2002), antioppressive (Kumashiro, 2004), anti-racist education (Howard, 1999; Pollack, 2004), as well as
queer, bilingual, women’s, and disabilities studies.
While there are a handful of teacher-oriented journals, such as Rethinking Schools and Radical
Teacher, and academic texts (Duncan-Andrade, 2010; Duncan-Andrade & Morrell, 2008; LadsonBillings, 1994) that link social justice theory and practice, often, these introductions to the field
remain theoretical, which makes knowing what to actually do in practice challenging. Potential
teacher activists may have an understanding of the need for SJE approaches (Kozol, 1992;
Valenzuela, 1999), purposes behind them (Friere, 1970; Giroux, 1988), portraits of SJE teachers
(Ladson-Billings, 1994; Nieto, 2003), various frameworks for these approaches (Banks, 1999;
Grant & Sleeter, 2002), or words of wisdom from people who have taught from an SJE perspective
(Ayers, Hunt, & Quinn, 1998). However, these texts do not combine theories of working inside
and outside of the classroom to provide a model of teacher activism. While these theories lay the
foundation for why one would want to become a teacher activist, they can often leave educators
feeling overwhelmed, keeping SJE theoretical.
Potential teacher activists often encounter books or journal articles focusing on what one
teacher should do inside the classroom or school (Marshall & Anderson, 2009). However, focusing
solely on teaching social issues in class alone cannot address the existing power structure. When
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considering forms of oppression, such as racism, substituting readings about school segregation
may be a successful critical SJE teaching strategy, but it will not impact institutional racism
(Picower, 2012). While curricular content can raise students’ awareness about inequality, without
larger forays into activism, these teachers are not creating change around the issues they care
about. While some SJE literature addresses how teachers can participate in the larger community
(Duncan-Andrade, 2010), or can participate with other teachers to improve their critical practice
(Oakes & Rogers, 2006), most focuses on teachers’ pedagogical practices. If teachers continue
to work as individuals in their classrooms, they can make the confines of narrowing academic
freedom more palatable, but they do little to stop the reproduction of inequality (Picower, 2012).
Thus teacher activism, which includes work both inside and outside of the classroom, is a
critical component of SJE. Potential teacher activists who are interested in forming groups or
organizations often struggle to find models of collective movement-building that can help them
understand what teacher activism entails. Despite the breadth, theoretical, and individual nature
of SJE literature, the teacher activists below manage to bring together key pieces from multiple
areas of the literature which, through examination, creates a model of teacher activism in practice.

METHODS
This qualitative study aimed to build an understanding of how teacher activism is operationalized,
based on how self-identified teacher activists define and enact their work. Most of the recruited
participants were members of the National Teacher Activist Groups Network1. I recruited from
this sample because members of TAG are self-identified teacher activists. This limited the sample
to individuals who were members of local networks of teacher activists, as TAG is a national
network of local groups. These individuals were engaged in working inside and outside of the
classroom on social issues. Using a snowball convenience sample, I recruited only TAG members
who were also classroom teachers. I conducted interviews with nine teacher activists who fit these
criteria. After completing these interviews and reviewing the data, themes emerged that indicated
saturation (Padgett, 2008). At this point, I stopped interviewing additional participants.
As seen in Table 1, four of the interviewees were from New York City and the other five
were activists in Philadelphia (n = 2), Tucson (n = 1), and Milwaukee (n = 2). In the 60–90
TABLE 1
Participants
Teacher Activist2
Anya
Caroline
Ella
Jai Lia
Joy
Ray
Rose
Salvador
Susan

Race/Ethnicity

Teacher of:

Years Teaching

City

White/ Jewish
White
White
Hmong
Asian/White
White
White/Mixed race
Latino
White

9th Grade English/ Theatre Arts
2nd Grade Bilingual
High School Math
1st Grade
9th Grade World History
3rd Grade Dual Language
3rd Grade Special Education
High School Chican@ Literature
Pre-school

5
4
3
6
5
6
2
16
6

Philadelphia
New York
New York
Milwaukee
Philadelphia
New York
New York
Tucson
Milwaukee
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minute individual interviews, open-ended questions allowed participants to reflect upon how they
defined teaching, activism, and teacher activism and how they enacted teacher activism both
inside and outside of their classrooms. Some examples of such questions were, “What does it
mean to be a teacher activist? Can you give me an example?” followed by questions, such as,
“How is that an example of teacher activism?” Local interviews were face-to-face; the remaining
interviews were conducted over video-chat (Skype). All interviews were transcribed and the
data were analyzed using grounded theory, allowing the data to inform the analysis, rather than
forcing a priori categories to fit (Glaser, 2011). I read through all interview transcriptions looking
for examples of how the teachers defined teacher activism and the examples they provided for
what teacher activism looked like in their practice. I wrote codes in the margins, creating short
line-by-line units, staying as close to the participants’ words as possible (Foss & Waters, 2007).
After finalizing line-by-line codes, I lifted the codes and corresponding text out of interview
transcripts and re-categorized them into “focused codes” (Charmaz, 2006) based on what I saw as
connections across line-by-line codes that represented larger themes. I then physically cut these
line-by-line units, with only a color-coded system as to who said what, and created piles of data
that shared similar themes. These piles were checked for consistency and put into envelopes, each
titled with a label that described the phenomenon within. As I arranged these labels and thought
about the relationship among them, my conceptual framework of teacher activism emerged as the
story these labels told together (Foss & Waters, 2007).
FINDINGS
From this study, three clear commitments, backed by particular practices, emerged to form a
framework of teacher activism. While any one of these three commitments could map into existing
areas in the literature (i.e., culturally relevant teaching, critical pedagogy, community organizing),
how the teacher activists put these three commitments together is what represents teacher activism.
The first commitment, Reconciling the Vision, demonstrates how teacher activists held a vision
of a socially just world and worked to reconcile this vision with the realities of inequality that they
saw in the world around them. This commitment represents their understanding of the world and
how they envision their role as teachers. Part of what drove this commitment of reconciliation was
that these teacher activists believed that education can be both liberatory and oppressive at the
same time. Rather than acknowledging one of these functions and ignoring the other, the teacher
activists made two additional commitments that demonstrate the actions they took to reconcile
their vision.
The second commitment, Moving toward Liberation, was enacted in their role as classroom
teachers. Through the practices of developing caring relationships and democratic spaces, they
worked toward their vision of liberation by delivering culturally relevant, community responsive
pedagogy that helped students develop their own understandings of inequality and the skills to
take action.
Finally, in the third commitment, Standing up to Oppression, these teacher activists engaged
in ongoing and collective action to rally against the ways that schooling reproduces existing
inequalities and maintains the status quo. In their view, engaging in liberatory pedagogy inside of
the classroom without fighting injustice outside inadequately reconciles their vision of the world
they wish to see.
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Commitment #1: Reconciling the Vision
This section explores the teacher activists’ understandings of justice and their particular conceptualization of the role of teachers. The sections that follow demonstrate the actions that the
teachers took based on these conceptualizations. Each teacher activist articulated a clear vision of
an alternative world in which social justice is possible. Driven by the need to reconcile this vision
of justice with the current forces of injustice bearing down on their schools, these teacher activists
made a commitment to take consistent and ongoing action for change. The teacher activists had
an understanding of how systems of oppression operated to maintain inequality and that helped
them understand the injustice they saw in schooling, which drove them to action.
These teachers felt an intense drive to move toward their vision of a socially just world. In
describing this commitment, Anya, a ninth grade teacher in Philadelphia, expressed:
I wake up in the morning and I believe that the world can be better and that’s why I do the work that I
do. [Teacher activism] is founded in the belief that the systems and structures and the ways in which
people relate to each other doesn’t have to be the only way.

Anya, like other activists, believed that “another world is possible” (www.ussf2010.org, 2010)
and made a choice to work to move society in that direction as part of her role and responsibility
as a teacher. Holding a vision of a more just world served as a lighthouse that kept the teacher
activists moving in a certain direction, despite obstacles in their way.
Even though the teachers recognized the possibility that another world was possible, they were
realistic, as Ella, a New York City math teacher, put it, “It’s not like we’re gonna win, and then
I’ll be done.” Teacher activists, such as Ella, made a choice to take action to move things toward
their vision. Ella, only in her third year of teaching, continued, “There are forces in play that are
pushing things in a direction that I don’t want to see them go, and I just want to be a part of
whatever’s pushing things in the direction that I do want to go, and it will never be over.” The
teacher activists had a strong sense of efficacy and saw the reconciliation between the world as it
was and the world as it could potentially be as a driving force and fundamental part of their role
as teachers.
This driving force was not a conscious choice that the teachers made—rather it was a fundamental part of who they were. In explaining his education activism, Salvador, a teacher of
Chican@/Latin@ Literature in Tucson, Arizona, expressed, “It’s like I have to do this. It’s not
a choice.” Many teachers interviewed echoed Anya’s idea that participating in activism is why
they wake up in the morning, demonstrating how integral this work was to their conception of
the role of a teacher. Ella expressed, “I couldn’t wake up every morning and feel good about the
work that I’m doing as a teacher if I wasn’t trying to be a part of the struggle against the things
that are having a detrimental effect on what education is.” Like Ella, these teachers felt that they
could not feel good about their teaching if their work was relegated only to the classroom.
Rather than a choice, they felt their calling was to reconcile their own visions with what was
happening in the world. Potential teacher activists need this kind of internal drive or they will be
easily swayed when the going gets tough. Teacher activists enact their vision by doing particular
work both inside the classroom to create liberatory spaces and outside of the classroom to fight
injustice and inequality.
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Commitment #2: Moving Toward Liberation
As classroom teachers, the teacher activists made a commitment to prepare their students to
develop understandings of how injustice operates so they, too, could learn how to take action for
social change. This within-the-classroom work is grounded in various threads of social justice
teaching, such as culturally relevant pedagogy (Ladson-Billings, 1994), linguistically responsive
education (Lucas, Villegas, & Freedson-Gonzalez, 2008), funds of knowledge (Moll, Amanti,
Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992), developing racial identities that include academic success (Noguera,
2008), and facilitating rather than “banking” (Friere, 1970; Souto-Manning, 2010). While not
all teacher activists enacted each of these themes, they all wove together a variety of techniques
to move students to action. Because teacher activists saw the future of the movement as youthled, they held their students to the same standards to which they held themselves. The teachers
believed that their students should take action to move the world closer to students’ newly
developed visions. Ray, a third-grade dual-language teacher, shared his commitment to prepare
his students as activists:
It means teaching . . . [students] about the world as it is and how they can be part of changing the
world to be more the way . . . they would want the world to be. [Teaching students] to think about
their situation in the world and their experiences and their family’s experiences and what’s right about
that and what’s wrong about that and how those things can be changed.

With this commitment to prepare students to develop their own vision of justice and the skills
to enact the vision themselves, teacher activists work to create classroom spaces that supported
students’ ability to envision and work toward a more just world.
One of the first ways that teacher activists create such spaces is to support students’ personal
development. The teachers recognize that life challenges students face because of systems of
oppression affect their social and emotional development. Joy said, “There is so much going on
in [my students’] lives that run counter to pure, open development.” As a response, the teachers
provided their students with alternative messages about who they are. Salvador stated, “My
students never had the inspiration to think of an academic identity or space that is fully theirs.
So a lot of times [my role] is resuscitating the hope in them to believe in themselves, believe in
education, in learning, and then they can start loving it.” The teachers took on this role because
they believe students’ self-image is shaped by internalized messages of oppression. As a result,
they provided a counternarrative so that students can take the lead in the classroom and the
broader society.
Another way that teacher activists prepare students for action is to build caring relationships
and democratic spaces. Unlike traditional teacher-centered classrooms that use a banking model
(Freire, 1970) to pour information into passive students’ brains, these teachers all used metaphors
describing their role as someone who supports students to embark on their own path of selfdiscovery. The teachers described themselves as “being a tool that students can use to obtain
things,” “architects of processes,” “fellow people along with their students,” “facilitators,” and
“guides that follow the child.” This reversal of who directs the classroom is part of the teachers’
strategies to prepare them to be critical thinkers.
While multiple forms of critical thinking were goals of the teachers, teacher activists choose
to focus intensely on one particular form of critical thinking—preparing students to question
the world. Teacher activists have an understanding of how forces, such as racism and economic
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policy, shape inequality, and this helps them to take action for positive change. Because they
understand root causes of oppression, teacher activists are positioned to respond to causes, not
only to symptoms. Since they want their students also to take action, the teachers commit to
helping students learn to ask questions to better understand the world so that the students too can
develop similar understandings about the perpetuation of inequality.
Salvador helped students develop an understanding of how broader forces impact their daily
lives by making strategic curricular choices. His literature class included diverse authors who
reflected the challenges and experiences that his students faced, which served as a springboard
to help students make decisions about their lives. For example, when reading Luis Rodriguez’
(1994) book, Always Running, the class explored socioeconomic conditions of the 1950s and
English-only policies that caused the lead character to urinate in the corner at school rather than
to ask to use the bathroom. The students explored how that experience would shape the character’s
orientation toward schooling and used it to understand the characters’ choices.
Salvador taught literature this way because he wanted students to see that policies and conditions shape the choices people make, and he helped students learn to apply this idea to their own
lives so they can develop their own understandings of how outside forces impact people’s lives.
“We use that as a launch point to talk about our world and experiences of the students.” His first
assignment at the start of the year was to have the students free-write about a time when they had
ever felt dehumanized by school in ways similar to the character in Always Running. “They open
up and tell horrific stories. It’s awful, but it’s also healing. . . . It can be used as a launching pad. It’s
a narrative into all these different types of writing my students need, a narrative and obviously an
analysis.” As a teacher activist, Salvador builds upon students’ experiences to help them develop
both a structural analysis of inequality and academic skills, such as narrative writing.
Rose, a second-year elementary school teacher in Brooklyn, New York, taught a lesson on
budget cuts that serves as an example of teaching students to question their world in ways that
lead to action. Rose, other teachers, and parents were organizing a series of rallies called Fight
Back Fridays to be held throughout the city. To involve students, Rose helped them to question
the impact that school closings and unequal resources had on students in different schools. She
asked her third-graders to think about schools without art classes or enough teachers. “‘How do
you think the students are doing at those schools?’ and they were like, ‘They’re probably not
that happy.’” Building on this empathy, she explained that those schools were slated to be closed,
“And they were outraged!”
Rose taught her students about different ways of voicing opinions, including rallies. She said,
“‘You can march around and let everyone know how much we love our school and how important
public schools are.’ And they were like, ‘YEAAAHHHH!!!’ They came back to school the next
day and a whole bunch of them made signs at home with their parents!” By helping students
question and connect their school to current issues in education, Rose was able to help her young
students see how broader issues of funding affect schools. Rather than allow students to wallow
in injustice, she built on their new critical awareness and provided them an avenue to take action
in coalition with their families and other teachers.
By working in coalition, teacher activists learn about issues the students and families face.
Armed with this knowledge, teacher activists can create community responsive curriculum. This
curriculum moves beyond learning about issues to action because, as activists, the teachers also
have the skills to create social change. Ray shared a community responsive project that he did
with his third grade students, many of whom were children of domestic workers. He explained
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how he was able to bridge his classroom and activism by supporting students to organize for the
rights of domestic workers. Ray brought in a guest speaker he knew from his personal activist
work who was an organizer working on a bill of rights for nannies and domestic workers. She
invited the class to a protest that her organization was holding at city hall.
The rally was on a Sunday, and Ray, four of his students, and their families attended. One
of his students, an immigrant from El Salvador whose mother was a domestic worker, was so
inspired by the speakers that she suddenly turned to Ray and asked him if she could speak on
the stage. Ray immediately spoke to the lead organizer to make the arrangements and helped his
student prepare something to say. He recounted:
She had written this little speech, and she got up there in front of 200 people and the cameras and
the microphones, and she spoke, and she was amazing! She nailed it! And she talked about how her
mother was broke and how it’s not fair and you have to give people more money. And this is an
eight-year-old! Afterwards, she was crying and her mother was crying. What was particularly cool
was that a radio station was there recording it, and it was on the radio, and we played it for the class
who got to hear their classmate speaking at this rally. It was powerful.

Because Ray had the connections, knowledge, and skills of an organizer, he was able to set the
stage for this incredible moment for a student to take action about an issue that she faced in
her own life. This then fed back into his classroom teaching. He explained how he was able to
connect his activist skills with his teaching.
Because I’m an activist, I’m connected to organizations that do work outside of the classroom. So I
was able to make that bridge and bring in the organizations from the outside to talk to students. And
because I’m comfortable going to rallies and I feel safe taking children to rallies . . . I was able to
reassure parents that this was perfectly safe and that this was gonna be powerful for the children.

Additionally, because Ray knew his students, their families, and their life circumstances, he was
able to plan curriculum that was responsive to the community in which he was teaching.
Another example of how the teacher activists combined critical questioning, community
responsive curriculum, and activism came from Joy, a ninth grade world history teacher in
Philadelphia. The project took shape in a six-week unit on the school-to-prison pipeline. She
started by connecting to students’ lived experiences by asking how many of them knew two to
three people in prison. She wanted students to move past some of the blaming of individuals
she had noticed them doing to help them see how systems reproduce and influence the decisions
people make. She described some of the activities:
We had adults who were incarcerated as youth come in and speak to us, and we read a comic strip
about the prison/industrial complex. Then we tied that to the fact that we’re building two new prisons
in Pennsylvania and losing . . . $650 million in school cuts.

Students discussed the priorities of the state represented in these spending patterns and, in
culmination, the students signed a petition to get more money in schools rather than in prisons.
Anya, who teaches the same students but in English class, built on the critical consciousness
students gained during this unit in Joy’s social studies class.
Ninth graders in ten minutes were able to come up to the white board and connect the dots between
what’s gonna happen next year when we have increased class sizes and decreased amount of teachers.
Just that alone [was impressive]. They were able to trace that to how students get pushed out of schools,
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and then connect that to the school-to-prison pipeline, and then say that the state of Pennsylvania in
its priorities is trying to, by design, not to educate them, so that they will end up in prison because it
makes somebody money.

Teacher activists, such as Joy and Anya, start with issues affecting students, then provide them
with opportunities to understand how their conditions are shaped by socioeconomic forces. Their
unit culminated in students organizing their own action. The students participated in a march for
education in Washington, DC. Such teachers provide students with practice in questioning how
broader issues play out in their own lives, so that they can take action.
While these educators dedicate inordinate energy to preparing students to understand how
structural forces and multiple forms of oppression maintain inequality and to take actions based
on these understandings, teacher activists are not content to depend on their students alone to
change the world. Instead, driven by their analysis and sense of duty, these teachers demand of
themselves what they hope for their students—to stand up to injustice in order to create a new
world. In Anya’s words, “We can’t just rely on student activism, we have to be bold!”

Commitment #3: Standing Up to Oppression
In addition to making commitments to reconcile their vision and to create liberatory classroom
spaces, the teacher activists made an additional commitment to stand up to injustice when they
saw it. As educators, they most often closely saw oppression in the form of educational practices
that exacerbated inequality. They had two main approaches to make education equitable in the
face of oppressive forces: (1) working collectively in groups and (2) getting teachers’ voices into
the policy arena. The teacher activists felt these two strategies were necessary to have a broader
impact. Because of their understanding of how social change happens, they were not discouraged
when their actions did not pay off as “big wins,” but instead they continued to struggle against
injustice because of their drive to enact their vision.
These teachers had a laser-sharp commitment that if something is wrong in the world, then
something should be done about it. Susan, a preschool teacher in Milwaukee, explained teacher
activism as, “You make a commitment that wherever you are . . . if you see something that’s not
right, that you’re going to speak out, not only speak out, but work to make things better and more
equitable.” The teachers felt a passionate need to take action. Salvador reinforced this choice to
act, referring to his shoes he said,
You gotta put your puppies on the ground and get to work! . . . We should be doing the people’s work
and really putting our hands in the pot, stirring the masa [dough for tortillas]. If you see something,
you have to walk your talk!

Each of the teacher activists acted this way on issues they saw as unjust, from anti-war to queer
activism, but where they all came together was to interrupt the oppressive nature of education.
Because the teacher activists went into the profession to provide students with high quality,
equitable education, they committed to work against forces that were blocking this from happening. Jai Lia expressed a broader definition of what it meant to teach. “To be an activist for me
is to teach but also [to] ensure that students have a quality education that is fair—making sure
they have what they need.” This broader analysis of the dual nature of teaching, which includes
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fighting for students’ needs outside of the classroom, sets these teachers apart from other social
justice educators who confined their roles to issues of curriculum and instruction.
These teacher activists understood that broader socioeconomic forces and institutional racism
had an impact on their work inside the classroom. They saw a connection between how outside
policies limited the potential for liberatory work inside their classrooms and saw interrupting the
influence of these policies as part of their role. Ray explained:
As soon as I got into teaching, I recognized the way that education policy and the larger forces of
capitalism affect what goes on in the classrooms. It became clear to me that I couldn’t just teach
and expect the world to get better, I had to be involved in changing the way that education works in
society.

Because Ray could make connections between larger political economic contexts and policies at
the school level, he was positioned to take action that could lead to actual change.
Seeing the connections between school policies and larger political concerns helped the teacher
activists know how to take action. Ray continued, “I see on the ground, on the job, the effects of
the policies that I might want to change. If I’m organizing against testing, it’s because I see in my
classroom how that affects my students, my job, and my school.” For Ray, and the other teacher
activists, the policies that impacted his classroom became the targets to fight against. High stakes
testing became the motivating force for Ray to initially join the New York Collective of Radical
Educators (NYCoRE), and he led a working group called “Justice Not Just-Tests” that spoke out
at educational policy meetings and organized actions against the related issue of merit pay. In this
way, teacher activists commit to applying their “on the job” awareness of unjust policies directly
to their activism.
All of the teacher activists felt the need to work in coalition with others for their own sustainability and to increase the impact of their work. All the interviewees were members of grassroots
groups of like-minded teachers, which they felt provided them with knowledge, motivation,
strength, a sense of accountability, and the ability to keep going in the face of adversity. Working
with allies helped the teachers feel grounded, which was particularly helpful since their viewpoints differed from the mainstream. Jai Lia, a member of a number of organizations, explained
why she chose to take action as part of a group.
[Taking action] becomes a part of who you are, and it becomes a part of your “normal.” I think
sometimes people see activists as really “out there” and always going against the grain. But when
you’re with this group of people, it’s like why wouldn’t you be doing this stuff. This is the work that
we do.

Rather than always feeling like an outsider, working in a group of allies helped teacher activists
“normalize” their stance and their work.
Another reason the teacher activists chose to work in collective groups was to have a broader
impact on injustice than if they remained isolated in their classrooms. Ella explained:
I don’t think that individual teachers can just struggle alone in their own classroom and be like, “Oh
well, that’s the system I’m living in so I’ll just make the best of it.” I think unless we’re struggling
with the larger issues that make it so our classroom is not as productive of an environment for students
as it could be, then well, I don’t see the point in teaching . . . I feel like I have to be involved in the
struggle for change . . . by being connected to movements that are going on, that need more people
working in them.

ENACTING A VISION FOR SOCIAL JUSTICE

571

Teacher activists chose to fight against the isolating nature of teaching by joining in movements
for social change and believed that this fight was too big to be taken on alone. For these reasons
Ella organized with both NYCoRE and the Grassroots Education Movement (GEM). She became
a columnist for a progressive education blog, helped create a film called The Inconvenient Truth
Behind Waiting for Superman with GEM, and started a “New Teacher Underground” summer
series to help new and alternatively certified teachers critique issues, such as race, labor unions,
and neoliberal reform. Not knowing which actions would ultimately have the greatest impact, she
committed to play a role in several organizations to organize against injustice from multiple angles.
The other way teacher activists worked against oppression was to fight against the marginalization of teachers by getting their voices into the mainstream policy arenas. Caroline stressed,
“Teacher voices are totally eliminated from any discussion . . . The main thing about being a
teacher activist is to get teachers’ voices out there because teachers can bring so much to the
discussion.” Echoing the popular marching chant that says, “Nothing About Us Without Us,”
Caroline and others felt that because teachers are well-versed and experienced in their profession,
they should be part of decision-making processes affecting their jobs and their students. Individually, she regularly wrote letters to policymakers and newspapers expressing her perspective on
educational issues as a classroom teacher.
Through NYCoRE, Caroline multiplied the power of such letters by working collectively. In
a remarkable display of principle over self-interest, she and a group of new teachers became
involved in the fight for seniority teacher rights in New York City. The mayor was attempting to
end a policy called “Last In First Out” (LIFO), which held that the last teachers hired would be
the first fired in times of budget cuts. If he succeeded, Caroline’s job would have been more likely
to have been protected in the face of looming teacher lay-offs. Instead of saving her job, Caroline
and her peers saw the dismantling of LIFO as an attack on union rights and an unjust attempt to fire
more expensive teachers. Together these new teachers wrote a letter in support of veteran teachers,
sent it to the media and the union, and spoke at a citywide press conference as new teachers in
defense of seniority rights. Because of the selflessness of their stance, saying that they were willing
to lose their jobs rather than end seniority rights, their actions garnered quite a bit of attention
and the issue became a big story locally. For the time being, the mayor was unable to succeed in
ending LIFO. Caroline and the other new teachers chose to work together collectively and found
success in this strategy as a way to continue to insert teachers’ voices into policy decisions.
More often than not, however, unjust educational policies continued to be implemented despite
the push back from the teacher activists and allies. Undaunted, the teacher activists continue to
struggle for justice because they understand that change happens over time as a series of wins and
losses. For example, Salvador has been engaged in the struggle to maintain the Mexican-American
Studies Department (MASD) in Tucson despite several major losses, including a senate bill aimed
to destroy it. However, Salvador and his colleagues continue to fight back. Tirelessly they worked,
as Salvador explained, “to protect something that has been so transformational and so healing and
so life-saving for our students.” Salvador, alongside other teachers and students, has organized
countless protests, spoken at school board meetings, held press conferences, traveled to other
cities to fundraise, participated in the creation of a film, circulated petitions, and attempted every
tactic possible to defend their program. Salvador and ten other ethnic studies teachers even filed
a lawsuit against the Arizona bill, claiming it was in violation of their First Amendment rights to
free speech and their Fourteenth Amendment rights of due process and equal protection because
they believed the law was specifically aimed at Latinos.
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Salvador described their commitment to try multiple strategies, “They have come at us and
our students for a long, long time and . . . we can’t let them win. Even if they win these little
battles, it’s gonna hurt like hell, but we gotta win the war for lack of a better saying, but well that’s
what it feels like, to be honest.” Despite losing the “little battles,” Salvador and his colleagues
continued to work to reconcile their vision of equitable education with the harsh attacks against
their program. Remaining steadfast, Salvador shared their aspirations:
We gotta win the whole thing. We gotta make sure that law and all those people that trumpeted that
law get what . . . they deserve. And that’s justice in their face. Saying, “You can’t do this to people.
You can’t do this to children. You can’t do this to anyone. This is wrong.”

Salvador spoke about standing up to injustice, one of the commitments of teacher activism.
He then followed up with the other commitment, building a liberatory space.
After this [lawsuit] is over, as long as we create the environment to recreate what we built for another
generation, then I’m perfectly cool with that . . . It’s about who’s on the wall, and it’s really about
what our parents went through and what our grandparents went through.

Seeing his work as part of a legacy that is his responsibility to defend and pass on, he exclaimed,
That’s what it is to me, it’s like I have to do this, it’s not a, a choice. Well, that makes it sound bad,
like I don’t want to. But my “have to” is a “want to”! It’s a desire to love myself and my family and
our history.

CONCLUSION
These commitments and practices can be used to support potential teacher activists as they look
for models of how to enact this work. While the actual classroom pedagogy varied, the heart of
teacher activism, the three commitments, did not. It is therefore insufficient to rely on sharing
best practices or individual projects with potential teacher activists as a form of support. Rather,
critical support would be to help potential teacher activists understand the role of these three
commitments and how they might manifest them in their individual contexts.
As Joy described, teacher activists commit to working “two full-time jobs”—to make the most
of the liberatory potential of education while fighting against its reproductive and oppressive
tendencies. These educators are motivated not by achieving specific outcomes on individual
campaigns but by reconciling their vision of justice with current realities. Students need more
teachers like the ones in this study to provide them with opportunities to both gain access
to institutions that traditionally under serve them while learning tools of resistance (Morrell,
2007). Teacher activists understand the challenges that students face because of institutionalized
oppression and commit to help students to deconstruct and transform their contexts.
Given the current polarized climate of the U.S., the massive income disparities, and the ways
in which education is caught in the middle, we need more teacher activists to stand up and join
the struggle for educational justice. Although a one-time showing of thousands of teachers to
an isolated march, such as the national Save our Schools march that took place in Washington,
DC, in 2011, is a powerful signal of the strength of teachers united, many teachers will show up
once and go home. What makes the orientation of teacher activists vital is that they are willing
to continue the fight even in the face of loss, because they are committed to realizing their vision
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for justice. They recognize that their vision may not be realized in their lifetime, but they commit
to pushing back against the forces of oppression, rather than sitting back and doing nothing.
Given the unconscionable inequality of U.S. education, teacher activists are needed on the vanguard, fighting for public education that exemplifies equity and excellence. Teacher activists are
needed to remind the public that teachers are people who love children, not greedy individuals who
are milking the system, as the media and politicians would have the public believe. Teacher activists are needed to push the unions out of complacency to fight back against the forces of reforms
aimed to please corporate interests rather than serve all children. By understanding that the framework of teacher activism includes commitments to create liberatory spaces while standing up to
injustice, both individuals and groups can better prepare more educators to take on this vital work.
Given the importance of this work, teacher education must find ways to develop the characteristics in their student teacher candidates that teacher activists embody. Teacher educators must work
to develop three characteristics in their student teachers to prepare them for activism (Picower,
2012). First is the development of a sense of empathy. Given that many teacher candidates come
from racial and class backgrounds different from their students (U.S. Department of Education,
2008), teacher education must help candidates develop a sense of empathy with people who are
impacted by inequality. Without this sense of empathy, candidates will either see no reason for
activism or will work in a “missionary” capacity, problematically seeking to “save” children from
their families and communities. Second, teacher education must help candidates develop a political analysis of systems of oppression. Through reading versions of history from the perspective
of everyday people (i.e., Zinn, 1999), learning about the history of how social change happens,
hearing directly from families affected by injustice, and becoming involved with communitybased organizations, teacher education must provide spaces for teachers to rethink their incoming
understandings of how society is structured. Finally, once candidates have an understanding of
how inequality is maintained, they need to gain the sense that they can do something about it.
They gain this sense of efficacy by learning about or meeting people working against injustice and
by having repeated opportunities to actually enact their own vision of justice. If teacher education
hopes to contribute to teachers’ ability to “make a difference” in the lives of the young people
they will teach, programs must not only attend to the development of traditional skills, such as
literacy development or assessment practices, but also to the development of empathy, political
analysis, and activism as key components of the sequence of teacher preparation.
NOTES
1. One participant was not a member of TAG but was closely affiliated with the network and has professional
relationships with most of the other members.
2. All names are pseudonyms.
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